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Mr. Cliairtnan and Gentlemen of thi: Conven- 

1 am here today upon the courteous invita- 
tion of your Mayor to dlscusa municipal gov- 
I ernment, a government which appeals more di- 
rectly to the people of cities than either State 
or Nation, and especially to discuss that pat'- 
ticular government In Houston, Texas, which is 
. known as a "Commission Form of Government." 
Aside from the honor of the invitation extended, 
which is highly appreciated, It Ik a great pleas- 
ure to me to visit Charlotte. 

Every gentleman born and raised In what w& 
call the Southern States loves and reveres their 
memories and traditions, and, although the re- 
cipient of many invitations to visit other cities 
and speak upon this subject, none has given me 
more pleasure that to accept one from this 
historic city of the gallant pioneer State of the 
old South, 

My friends, the subject of my discussion is 
the commission form of government in Houston, 
Texas, and how It works. 

But before I enter into this matter, I will 

state that many good and honest men who hold 

municipal positions In other forms of govern- 

II) 




m to think it a reflection upon them 
to advocate tiila change of city government, and 
I wish to assure them I am not here to criticise 
any one, but to speak of experience and to ex- 
change Ideas. 

The essential difference between the form of 
municipal government which has prevailed in 
Houston since the passage of the charter of 
1905 and the old form of municipal government 
which has generally prevailed tliroughout the 
United States heretofore are about three. 

The substitution of a smaller number of alder- 
elected from the city at large in place of a 
large number of aldermen elected from differ- 
ent wards or subdivisions of the city; the vest- 
ing of a co-ordinate power in the Mayor as in 
the City Council to dismiss any officer of the 
city government, except the Controller, at any 
time, without cause, and the essential provia- 
safeguarding the granting of municipal 



1. Instead of a body of twelve aldermen, 
elected from different wards or subdivisions of 
the city, under the Houston system four alder- 
elected from the body of the city by 
of all the citizens In tie same way in 
which the Mayor la elected. These tour alder- 
1, together with the Mayor, constitute the 
City Council or legislative department oi the 
city government. The executive power is vested 
in the Mayor, but by an ordinance for the ad- 
ministration of the city's affairs, a large por- 
tion ot executive or administrative power la 
subdivided into different departments, and a 
committee ia placed over each department, and 
(2) 



one of the four aldermen nominated by the 
Mayor Is wbat Is known as the active chair- 
man. The Mayor and all four aldermen are 
members of each committee. The active chair- 
man of the committee practically has control of 
the administration of the department, unless 
his views upon the matter are overruled by the 
whole committee, but by the organization of 
the committees the active chairman does Iiis 
worli to a certain extent under the supervisory 
direction of the Mayor, who is in the last analy- 
sis the head of each committee and the i>eraoii 
in whom the executive power of a municipal 
government ultimately rests. 

Under the old system of government, by 
which twelve aldermen were elected from as 
many dlilerent precincts of the city, it fre- 
quently resulted that very unfit men came to 
represent certain wards in the City Council. 
Now, unless a man has sufficient standing and 
reputation to be known throughout the body 
of the city as a fit man for the office of alder- 
man, he will not be elected. 

EACH RESPONBIiH^ TO ALL. 

Again, each alderman under the present sys- 
tem represents the whole city, and is responsi- 
ble to the whole city. Under the old system 
the conduct of public business was continually 
obstructed by a system of petty log rolling go- 
ing on among and between the representatives 
of the numerous subdivisions of the city. And 
the smallneas of the number of aldermen al- 
forda opportunity for the transacting of busi- 

An executive session is held previous to each 
of the City Council, at which most mat- 



ters to come before the Council i 
and determined. Again, the sma]! number of 
aldermen enables the city administration on 
any and all matters of importance to act as a 
unit. In other words, the system makes it pos- 
sible to administer the aSairs of the city In a 
prompt and buslness-lihe way. 

Here is one of, if not the strongest points 
in the commission government. You all know 
that It there Is any one tking more than an- 
other that a citizen desires from his local gov- 
ernment, it la action, whether favorable or un- 
favorable. 

In the City of Houston, with a majority of 
the id derm en always in session, busineas of the 
people can and is attended to at a moment's 
notice. To show the practical application of 
this system, there is really no need of petition 
to the City Council at their regular weekly 
meetings. 

Any citizen or citizens who want a street 
paved, taxes adjusted, nuisance abated, etc., 
have only to call at the Mayor's oSice and have 
his or their matters promptly adjusted. After a 
patient hearing, the matter is decided by the 
Council in presence of the applicant, and to the 
credit of our people, 1 will state, the matter is 
ended after such, whether action was favorable 
or unfavorable. How unlike the slow, red tape 
form of doing business In many of our cities. 

For Instance, the petition to the City Council, 
referred to a committee, committee acts when 
convenient, then a report to the Council, and 
after action of the Council, up to the Mayor, 
then after the Mayor acts, to some one else for 
execution. 

The great masses of the people do not pay 
(4) 



taxes for any such treatment; they want their 
affairs promptly adjusted, and they are going to 
have It so. 
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To demonstrate, I will cite an incident that 
happened several months ago. A gentleman, a 
non-resident of Houston, whose home was in a 
Western Slate, owned some property in our 
city, and the property had been recently taken 
into the city limits. Investigating hla assess- 
ment, he found that his property had been 
placed at a much higher valuation than that of 
his neighbors. Being a stranger, he called upon 
one of Houston's leading attorneys and aaked 
his advice how to proceed for relief. The at- 
torney suggested that they step over to the 
Mayor's office and have the matter corrected. 
The owner of the land thought it would be 
wiser for the lawyer to get some of bis friends 
to sign a petition to the Council, so that it 
would have some weight with the authorities. 
The attorney replied that this mode of pro- 
cedure was entirely unnecessary, as Houston 
now had a business government. They called 
at my office, stated their mission. I sent tor 
the tax collector, and In an hour the stranger 
had his matter adjusted and his tax receipt in 
his pocket. The owner of the land said that if 
the case had been in his city It would have 
taken weeks for adjustment, on account of the 
red tape process In existence. 



The second essential point of difference In the 
city charter la the fact that any officer of the 
city, except the aldermen, who are elected for 
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Mr. Chairman on<i Qentlemen of the Conven- 

I am here today upon the courteous invita- 
tion ot your Mayor to discuss municipal eqv- 
ernment, a governmsBt which appeals more di- 
rectly to the people of cities tlian either State 
or Nation, and especially to discuss that paiv 
tlcular government In Houston, Texas, which la 
known as a "Commission Form of Government." 
Aside from the honor of the invitation estended, 
which Is highly appreciated, It Is a great pleas- 
ure to me to visit Charlotte. 

Every gentleman born and raised In what wfe 
call the Southern States loves and reveres their 
memories and traditions, and, although the re- 
cipient of many Invitations to visit other cities 
and speak upon this subject, none has given me 
more pleasure that to accept one from this 
historic city of the gallant pioneer State of the 
old South. 

My friends, the subject of my discussion Is 
the commission form ot government in Houston, 
Texas, and how it works. 

But before I enter into this matter, I will 

state that many good and honest men who hold 

municipal positions in other forms ot govern- 
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ment seem to think ft a reflectioa upon tbem 
to advocate this change of city government, and 
I wish to assure them I am not here to criticise 
any one, but to speak of eiperlence and to ex- 
change ideas. 

The essential difference between the form of 
municipal govern ment nhlcb hae prevailed in 
Houston since the passage of tlie charter of 
1905 and the old form of municipal government 
wlilch has generally prevailed throughout the 
United States heretofore are about three. 

The substitution of a smaller number of alder- 
men elected from the city at large In place of a 
large number of aldermen elected from differ- 
ent wards or subdivisions of the city; the vest- 
ing of a co-ordinate power in the Mayor as in 
the City Council to dismiss any oHIcer of the 
city government, except the Controller, at any 
time, without cause, and the essential provis- 
ions aafeguarding the granting of municipal 



1. Instead of a body of twelve aldermen, 
elected from different wards or subdivisions of 
the city, under the Houston system four alder- 
men are elected from the body of the city by 
the vote of all the citizens In the same way In 
which the Mayor is elected. These four alder- 
men, togetlier with the Mayor, constitute the 
City Council or legislative department of the 
city government. The executive power is vested 
in the Mayor, but by an ordinance for the ad- 
ministration of the city's affairs, a large por- 
tion of esecutlve or administrative power Is 
subdivided into different departments, and a 
committee is placed over each department, and 

(2) 



□ne of the four aldermen naminated by the 
Mayor Is what ia known as the active chair- 
man. The Mayor and all four aldermen are 
members of each pommittee. The active chair- 
man of the committee practically baa control of 
the administration of the department, unless 
his view a upon the matter are overruled by the 
whole committee, but by the organization of 
the committees the active chairman does his 
work to a certain extent under the supervisory 
direction of the Mayor, who is in the last analy- 
sis the head of each committee and the person 
in whom the executive power of a municipal 
government ultimately rests. 

Under the old ay stem of government, by 
which twelve aldermen were elected from as 
many different precincts of the city, It fre- 
quently resulted that very unfit men came to 
represent certain wards in the City Council, 
Now, unless a man has sufficient standing and 
reputation to be known throughout the body 
of the city as a flt man for the oHice of alder- 
man, be win not be elected. 



Again, each alderman under the present sys- 
tem represents the whole city, and is responsi- 
ble to the whole city. Under the old system 
the conduct of public bualness was continually 
obstructed by a system of petty log rolling go- 
ing on among and between the representatives 
of the numerous subdivisions ot the city. And 
the smailneas of the number of aldermen af- 
fords opportunity for the transacting of busi- 

An executive aeaaion la held previous to each 

meeting of the City Council, at which most mat- 
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e before the Council i 
and determined. Again, the small number of 
aldermen enables the city admin 1b tration on 
anv and all matters of importance to act as a 
unit In other words the system makea it ph>s- 
sible to administer the affairs of the city in a 
prompt and business like way. 

Here is one of if not the strongest points 
In the commission government. You all know 
that it therp Is any one thing more than an- 
other that a citizen desires from his local gov- 
it is action whether fayorahle or un- 
fa\ orable 

In the City of Houston, with a majority o( 
the aldermen alnays in session, business of the 
lieoiile can and is attended to at a moment's 
notice. To show the practical application of 
this system, there is really no need of petition 
to the City Council at their regular weekly 



Any citizen or citizens who want a street 
payed, taxes adjusted, nuisance abated, etc., 
have only to call at the Mayor's office and have 
his or their matters promptly adjusted. After a 
patient hearing, the matter is decided by the 
Council in presence of the applicant, and to the 
credit of our people, I will state, the matter is 
ended after such, whether action was favorable 
or unfavorable. How unlike the slow, red tape 
form of doing business in many of our cities. 

For instance, the petition to the City Council, 
referred to a committee, committee acts when 
convenient, then a report to the Council, and 
after action of the Council, up to the Mayor, 
then after the Mayor acts, to some one else lor 
execution. 

The great masses of the people do not pay 
(4) 
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taxes for any such treatment; they want their 
affairs promptly adjueted, and they are going to 
have It so. 

AS IWCIDEST CITED. 

To demonstrate, I will cite an incident that 
happened several months ago, A genttemaD, a 
non-resident of Houston, whose home was In a 
Western State, owned some property In our 
city, and the property had been recently taken 
Into the city limits. Investigating his assess- 
ment, be found that his property had been 
placed at a much higher valuation than that of 
his neighbors. Being a stranger, he called upon 
one of Houston's leading attorneys and asked 
his advice how to proceed for relief. The at- 
torney suggested that they step over to the 
Mayor's office and have the matter corrected. 
The owner of the land thought it would be 
wiser for the lawyer to get some of his friends 
to sign a petition to the Council, so that it 
would have some weight with the authorities. 
The attorney replied that this mode of pro- 
cedure was entirely unnecessary, as Houston 
now had a business government. They called 
at my office, stated their mission. I sent for 
the tax collector, and in an hour the stranger 
had his matter adjusted and his tax receipt in 
hlH pocket. The owner of the land said that if 
the case had been in his city it would have 
taken weeks for adjustment, on account of the 
red tape process in existence. 

MAI BE HE MOVED FROM OFFICE. 

The second essential point of difFerence in the 
city charter is the fact that any officer of the 
city, except the aldermen, who are elected tor 




a term of two yeara, and except the Controller, 
who Is appointed for a term of two years, and 
subject to removal by the Council only for cause, 
may be removed from office at any time at 
the will of the Mayor, or may be removed from 
office at any time at the will of the Council. 
Under the Hoitston system, the City Attorney 
doea not refuse to collect taxes, and eay to the 
city government that he is not in favor of col- 
lecllng taxes and was elected by the people and 
is responsible to them. Under the Houston 
system the Chief of Police does not refuse to 
enforce the criminal ordinances of the city and 
give the same excuse for declining to do so. 
Under the Houston system, the Tax Assessor 
can not arbitrarily select what persons he la 
to exempt from the payment of taxes, and in- 
form the city government that the people elected 
him and that he is responsible to the people 
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with the exception of the Controller and alder- 
men, every employe of the city can be dis- 
charged at a moment's notice by the Mayor. 
What Is the result of this power, as shown in 
Houston? A harmonious, systematic corps of 
employes performing their duty. Each and 
every one of them working for the interest of 
the city, for If they do not, they know some 
one else will occupy their place who will do 
their duty. 

This unusual and great power given one 
man has been frequently criticised; aome argue 
that it is undemocratic, and some argue that It 
Is dangerous. 

Answering the first criticism, I will state that 
nothing can be undemocratic which comes di- 
rectly from the people and answers directly to 
the people. The second objections, as being dan- 
gerous, I say no honest or good man will abuse 
the power vested In him, and a bad man should 
not be elected by a people who want good gov- 
ernment. 

Why did the people of Houston ask the Legis- 
lature of Texas for such a city charter, making 
what some are pleased to call "A one-man gov- 
ernment?" Because for years and years under 
the eld system they had seen nothing but po- 
litical bickering and their taxes squandered. 

Debt after debt was being created and noth- 
ing to show for the moneys paid into the treas- 
ury. At the time of the charter adoption the 
people of Houston were in that frame of mind 
to accept any form or kind ot change In their 
government, knowing full well that they could 
do nothing worse than to continue what they 



At the Inauguration of the commlBaion gov- 
ernment In Julv I'lO'; we subdivljpd the de- 
partmentB oC the city and placed at their re- 
spec the heads the commissioner who seemed 
best quallfled to manage a certain department. 
\nd in doing so gale them each the power and 
authority vested in the Miyor This act has 
proven most benefltial As a rule each com- 
II litioner tatea a deep interest In his depart- 
ment has it well organized and manages the 
same as any well regulated hu.ainess concern. 
There is very little friction at any time While 
the elective oHlcera of the city are all Demo- 
crats belonging to that partv which is so domi- 
nant in Teias the commission does not confine 
their employes to any one political party but 
selects men for their fitness We have a great 
many good business men in Houston who are 
Rerublicans in politics and pav large taxes to 
the support of the government We try to make 
our local government a nonpartisan one, and 
endeavor to act for the masses. 



For instance, on the School Board of Hous- 
ton, the Democrat, the Hepubliean, the Israelite 
and the Christian all sit together without com- 
pensation and ably manage our school affairs. 
We legislate for no class. Union labor and non- 
union labor both work for the city. We never 
inn.uire whether any employe is union or non- 
union, but we do insist upon every employe 
understanding that the City of Houston comes 
first and his organization second. If a com- 
missioner of the city discharges one of Ms em- 
ployes in his department, the action is final. 
(8) 



An appeal to tbe Mayor will cio no good, for 
as long as the head of the department manages 
and works conscientiously tor the city, the 
Mayor sustains him and leaves him with ahso- 
lute authority. This causes the employe to re- 
spect the head of his department, and hence 
we have little or no trouble. So it is with the 
police. The Council selects a Chief of Police 
and holds hlra responsihle for the conduct of 
his men. No alderman can appoint a man on 
the police force. The selection of all policemen 
Ih left to the Chief of Police. He alone can ap- 
point. By this method politics in the force is 
obliterated. The men look up to and respect 
the head of their department, for a Chief of 
Police without authority would mean no dis- 
cipline, no respect for duty. 



The commission government in Houston has 
entirely obliterated yolltlcs from the public 
schools for the first time in many years. The 
School Board is nominated by the Mayor and 
confirmed hj the Council. They In turn select 
a School Superintendent. The teachers are se- 
lected tor their Btcess. No alderman can even 
suggest the name of a teacher to the Board. 
All we have to do Is to supply the revenue to 
maintain the schools. Our connection with the 
admin let rati on of tlie schools begins and ends 

You may ask now, what has your government 
done to impi-ove the moral condition of Hous- 
ton? We have wiped out public gambling; we 
have obliterated the pool room, which has 
caused the downfall of so many unfortunate 
young men; we have forced the saloons of Houa- 

(9) 
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n to obey the laws of Texas, mainly to cloae 
eir places of business upon tbe Sabbath day; 
; have confined those unfortunate women to 
le territory, where they will not come In con- 
ct with and pollute the presence of purity; 
; have abolished variety theaters. 



The third and most Important departure of 
the Houston charter Is in the matter of mu- 
nicipal franchises. 1 will state briefly the main 
features of the franchise provisions, and any- 
one familiar with municipal affairs will at once 
see their value. 

No franchises can be granted for a longer pe- 
riod than thirty years, unless same is submitted 
to a vote of the legally qualified voters of the 
City of Houston and approved by them. The 
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submitted to an election of the people to de- 
termine whether or not it shall be granted. 

No franchise in the streets, highways, thor^ 
ugh fares or property of the City of Houston 
shall ever be granted until it has been read at 
three regular meetings of the Council. 



No franchise shall be granted unless the ordi- 
nance granting same provides for adequate com- 
pensation or consideration therefor to be paid 
to the City of Houston, and in addition to any 
other form of compensation, the grantee shaJl 
pay annually such a fixed charge as may be 
prescribed in the franchise. 

Every grant of a franchise shall provide that 
on the termination of the grant the property 
of the grantee in the streets, avenues or other 
public places shall thereupon, without compen- 
sation, or upon the payment of a fair valua- 
tion therefor, become the property of the City 
of Houston, and in estlwatlng such value the 
value derived from the franchise, or the fact 
tliat It is or may be a growing concern, shall 
not be considered in determining the value. 

Every grant of a franchise shall provide, by 
forfeiture of the grant or otherwise, for effi- 
ciency of public service at reasonable rates, and 
to maintain the property In good order. 

The city may inspect and examine, at rea- 
sonable hours, any books or account of the 
grantee of a franchise, which books or account 
shall be kept and reports made in accordance 
with the forms prescribed by the City Council, 

MAY BEOULATE llATK,''. 

The charter reserves the right in the City of 



Houston to regulate the rates ol all public utility 
corporatioDB. 

It la to be noted that by the Constitution of 
Texas, no i)erson can vote unless, prior to Feb- 
ruary 1st of the year in which he offers to, he 
has paid in peraou his poll tax. This provision 
eliminates many persona who would abuse the 
suffrage. Of course, in a community where un- 
restricted manhood suffrage prevails, with no 
cheeks or restrictions on same, the chances for 
the successful operation of a municipal govern- 
ment like that of the City of Houston would 
not be ae good as In the State of Texas. 

We have in our charter what is called the 
referendum. That Is, if 500 qualified voters of 
the city petition the Council to call an election 
to determine the granting of any particular 
franchise, it Is Incumbent upon the Council to 
do so. 

Some citiea which have lately adopted the 
commission form of government have placed in 
their charter "the Initiative, the referendum and 
the recall." 



In my opinion, the "recall" Is an Inheritance 
of populism, and has no place in a business 
government. It is a difficult matter to induce 
good men to give up their personal interests 
and work for the public good. The term of 
oHIee in Texas is two years. 

This is such a short period that a Mayor 
and aldermen hardly have the opportunity to 
prepare plans and systematize the government 
before tbelr terra of office expires. 

Far better for a community would it be for 
them to say to their elective "officers," we have 
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choaen you for two yeara to maDage our affairs, 
and will give you our entire support, and if at 
the end of your term you liave made good, we 
will retain you in your present office; if not. 
we will elect other managers. With the recall 
held over a man'a head it would be impoaalble 
to outline a definite iiolicy and adhere to it, 
and if men can not accompliah results they will 

Having discussed the cardinal features of the 
Houston charter, 1 will give you a aynopaia 
of what has been accomplished in little 
three years of commission management. 

Inaugurated in July, 1005, the present govern- 
ment found a floating debt of over JIOO.OOO, and 
an empty treasury. The city virtually had no 
credit. There was not a single merchant that 
desired to transact any business with the local 
government. 

However, gloomy as the prospect was, the 
authorities went about their task with the de- 
teTmiuation to better conditions. 

Useleaa and expensive offices were abolished, 
some consolidated. A national bank was made 
treasurer of the city, allowing a salary of only 
J50 per month for clerk hire and the bank to 
pay interest on all balances to the credit of the 
city. 

COIXKCTtON OF TAXES. 

The City Attorney was instructed to institute 
and file suits for all delinquent taxes. This 
caused to flow into the treasury nearly $100,000 
in eight months, from this source alone. 

By the strictest economy we redeemed in the 

flrat eight months of our term 1306,302.47 of 

the old floating debt, besides paying our monthly 
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bills promptly, as well i 
employes. 

By this time inerchantB of the city were 
anxious to do business with the city local gov- 
d credit was restored, not ooly at 
but abroad. In the three years of com- 
mission rule the City of Houston has wiped out 
all floating debt and has given to the taxpayer 
out of the treasury, without the issuance oC a 
,d, the following permanent improve- 

School buildings (137,320.71 

Paved streets 210,760.47 

51,102.87 

Fire engine houses 12,250.00 

Fire station sites 2,250.00 

Parks 49,300.00 

Deepening Buffalo Bayou 50,163.75 

Water improvements 113,229.27 

Block book system for Assessor and 

Collector 10,000.00 

Sinking fund 63,522.15 

Opening streets 647.75 

Making a total of $701,026.74 

of permanent improvements, besides the elimi- 
of the floating debt, amounting to over 
1400,000. 

It is the first time in the history of Houston 

that a sinking fund has been created. While 

vements have been going on, the 

tas rate has been reduced 30 cents on the (100. 

ST8TEMB COMPABED, 

Wten the present commission assumed charge 
of the city in 1905, the price of gas was S1.50 
per 1,000 feet. Now It is Jl.lS per 1,000 feet, 
the lowest rate of any city In Texas. In July, 
1906, the price of arc lights (or city lighting 
waa $80 per year. Now they are (70 per year. 
(14) 



Theee reductions have been made without fric- 
tion or litigation. The eommisBlon believes that 
all public utility corporations have a right to 
earn a just and fair dividend on their legally 
Issued stocks and bonds. We regulate, but do 
not oppress them; in fact, encourage capital 
to come to Houston. 

My friends, the City of Houston Is very pros- 
perous and rapidly growing. In the last sixty 
days nearly (3,000,000 of building permits have 
been issued. The spirit of progress Is dominant 
and the taxpayer has not only confidence In the 
future of his city, but In his form of municipal 
government. 

I have tried to outline the Houston govern- 
ment and what It stands for. 

It this article is of any benefit to you, as I 
wrote your worthy Mayor, I am more than com^ 
pensated for the time and expense Incurred vis- 
iting your beautiful city. 

Students of government everywhere realize 
and see that the vulgar Idea of politics and its 
demoralization originates In the loose methods 
and questionable acta of some municipal offi- 
cers responding to some "pull" or "influence." 
But civic pride is awakening. Voters are begin- 
ning to insist upon returns for their taxes, and 
when voters and ta,xpayers Insist, officers will 
and must respond. 

Municipal politics must be purified, and mu- 
nicipa] business must be transacted as other 
business Is done. College presidents are aiding 
In this education. Taxpayers are eagerly ad- 
vancing. Let ua all contribute our energies, our 
observations and our moral support to the great 
movement for purification ot municipal politics, 
sane transaction of municipal business and the 
building of the "City Beautiful.'* 
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